
HAZARDOUS DRIVING CONDITIONS

1.  Intersections are particularly dangerous because of the obvious poten​tial for conflict and the likelihood of encountering multiple hazards simultaneously.  Approach intersections assuming that another vehicle will run a traffic light or stop sign, or that a pedestrian will step into the vehicle’s path without looking. Consider the mistakes others might make and take precautionary measures.  Slow down, cover the brake and be ready to yield the right of way.  Stop far enough behind the vehicle stopped ahead at an intersection so that pavement can be seen behind the rear wheels of that vehicle.  When the other vehicle starts moving, wait before starting again to establish a safe following distance.  Do not move into an intersection if the view of cross traffic is blocked.  Enter the intersection slowly enough to stop if other vehicles do something illegal or reckless.  Complex traffic movement, blind intersections, and failure of the other driver to conform to law or traffic control devices do not automatically discharge an accident as preventable.

2.  Vehicle ahead:  By maintaining a safe following distance at all times a professional driver can prevent collisions with the vehicle ahead regardless of abrupt or unexpected stops.  Be prepared for possible obstructions on the roadway, either in plain view or beyond a curve or the crest of a hill where visibility is restricted.  At night, vehicle speed should not be greater than that which will permit the vehicle to come to a stop with the distance illuminated by the headlights.

3.  Vehicle behind:  Signal intentions to slow down or stop, and do so gradually to maintain a margin of safety to avoid risk of being struck from behind. Tailgating is a common fault among non-professional drivers; a defensive driver will tap the brake lightly to flash the brake lights, warning vehicles behind, before actually beginning to slow down.

4.  Opposing vehicle:  Even though an oncoming vehicle enters the driver’s traffic lane it may be possible to avoid a head-on collision.  Slow down, stop or steer to the right to yield as much of the road as possi​ble. Signal, if time permits, with the horn and by flashing the lights. 

5.  Backing:  Do NOT back up. Practically all accidents that occur while a vehicle is backing are preventable.  If backing up is absolutely necessary, find a guide to give clearly defined hand signals and keep the guide visible at all times in the left side-view mirror. A professional driver is not relieved of responsibility to back safely when another person acts as a guide because the guide cannot control the movement of the vehicle.

6.  Passing and being passed:  Consider possible unusual actions of the driver being passed or of oncoming traffic before beginning a passing maneuver. Sound judgment is the passing driver’s responsibility since the action is voluntary.

When the professional driver fails to yield to a passing vehicle (whose driver may not have allowed for an adequate margin of safety) by slow​ing down or moving to the right, a resultant sideswipe or cut-off type accident would be considered preventable on the part of both drivers.

7.  Lane changes:  A defensive driver is rarely the victim of a lane change squeeze accident. When another driver unexpectedly changes lanes, the professional driver will have anticipated this unsafe action by keeping an escape route open; yield, by slowing down or moving into a space cushion to the left or right.  Similarly, when merging, wait for a break in traffic or yield to other vehicles.

8.  Turning:  Precise care is required to ensure adequate clearance to the left and right.  Skill and good judgment come together as the responsibility of the professional driver to avoid accidents while turning.  Common errors are failure to properly position the vehicle before starting to turn and failure to monitor mirrors and make head checks for traffic and pedestrians.  If stopped before turning right, don’t begin to roll without making a final look to the right for pedestrians.

9.  Pedestrians:    Many pedestrians don’t drive and don’t understand the limitations drivers have. They mistakenly judge the speed of oncoming vehicles or are inattentive or indecisive.  They also may be overconfident of the ability both they and the driver have to be able to avoid an accident.

There are four higher risk groups of pedestrians.  They are:

· children;

· the elderly and physically challenged;

· adults under the influence, and

· people on the roadway as a result of vehicle breakdown or accidents.

Children - Young children cannot judge speed, distance, vehicle size or stopping distances needed by vehicles.  They are spontaneous and without caution.  They will chase a ball, a pet or each other in front of a moving vehicle.  Children think that if they can see the vehicle, the driver can see them.  Drivers should always pay more attention while in areas around schools, playgrounds and neighborhoods.  Be aware of what’s going on.  Pay attention to both sides of the street and scan at least one-half block ahead.  Slow down whenever you see children or even their toys.  Remember the old adage, when a ball comes into the street, a child will be following.

The Elderly and Physically Challenged - Older people and the physically challenged as a group may be slower and have poorer vision and hearing.  They react slower and are five times more likely to die as a result of injuries after a crash.  They are particularly vulnerable when crossing streets or walking through parking lots.  Their increased caution in stepping from curbs, walking on uneven pavement, or walking in poor weather conditions increases the amount of time that they need to get across the street.  Often, they may be using canes or walkers.  Also, consider that some people who may not appear to be physically challenged at first glance may have illnesses or medical treatments that could impair their ability to navigate with caution.  Be aware, especially when driving in the vicinity of hospitals or clinics, that the pedestrian or passenger may be physically challenged after receiving medical treatments such as chemo therapy, dialysis, physical therapy, etc.  The driver should slow down and give extra room to this group of walkers.  The driver should always cover the brake through intersections and not run yellow lights at intersections.  Understand that turning right at a red light means coming to a complete stop and allowing all to safely cross before turning.   The elderly and physically challenged need more time and drivers need to be patient with them.

Adults Under The Influence - While everyone knows about drinking and driving, few know that about 35% of pedestrian fatalities involve walkers who have Blood Alcohol Concentrations (BAC) of over .10.  Simply stated, they are drunk and not making sound judgments.  This is also the group most likely to be involved in nighttime accidents.  Adult walkers under the influence have poor balance, impaired judgment and are less alert.  When a driver sees anyone exhibiting any of the obvious signs of being under the influence, he/she should give them plenty of room and cover the brake.  It is important to be alert in urban areas at night and on weekends. 

People On The Roadway As A Result Of Vehicle Breakdown/Accident - Just after an accident or when a vehicle breaks down people find themselves as unintended pedestrians.  Usually these types of trauma also affect a person’s ability to think clearly and make rational judgments.  Their adrenaline is pumping and they are trying to deal with a situation for which they are not prepared and did not expect.  Even changing a tire can be a risky venture on a busy highway or city street.  Anytime a driver sees a vehicle on the side of the road, he/she should assume people are around; cover the brake and slow down.  Move left if it is safe.  Scan the area.  Don’t be the cause of a secondary accident.  These same general rules also apply to construction sites or anywhere drivers and pedestrians must share the road.

10.  Passengers:  Careless operation of the vehicle, such as stopping, turning, or accelerating abruptly, are primary causes of passenger accidents.  Even though a driver takes emergency action to avoid a collision, a passenger accident may be preventable because proper space cushion driving prior to the emergency might have eliminated a need for the sudden evasive maneuver.  Passengers should all be seated before a driver starts off, smoothly and gently.  Safety must never be sacrificed for the schedule.  Drivers owe their passengers the highest degree of care, driving defensively.

11.  Fixed objects:  Collisions with fixed objects like parked cars, mail boxes, or utility poles are preventable and usually result from poor judgment and the absence of space cushioning.  When forced to operate through or under narrow clearance situations, proceed very slowly in as straight a path as possible once the side mirrors (the widest part of the vehicle) are clear.  If in doubt about how close to a fixed object the vehicle is, stop, activate the flashers, set the parking brake and get out to be sure contact won’t be made before proceeding.

12.  Parking:  Apply the parking brake and make sure it holds; shift to park or neutral or place in gear if a standard transmission and shut off the engine.  Additionally, if on an incline, the driver should properly chock-block a wheel and/or steer the wheels toward the curb to prevent vehicle movement.  Park at designated layovers.  If forced to park in an unconventional location, put out warning devices and activate the four-way flashers.

13.  Railroad crossings:  Be especially alert at grade crossings; serious accidents, often with fatalities, happen with surprising frequency. Always stop.  Anticipate a train or a runaway car at any time.  Activate the four-way flashers and gradually (traffic behind may not be expecting the vehicle to stop) slow to a complete stop between fifteen and fifty feet from the nearest rail.  Open the door, look and listen; cross when it has been determined that all tracks are clear in both directions.  Do not shift gears, and be sure crossing can occur without having to stop on the tracks.

14.  Traffic circles:  Unless otherwise specifically marked, vehicles in a traffic circle have the right of way; entering merging traffic must yield.  Look over the left shoulder to check traffic before entering.  Many drivers become disoriented trying to cope with the multiple hazards of merging, exiting, speeding-up, slowing down, and lane changing traffic confusion.  Recognize that other drivers may not be familiar with traffic circle rules or be adept defensive drivers.  Cautiously maintain the space cushion and be ready to smoothly adjust to unusual movements by uncertain, indecisive drivers who share the road.

15.  Motorcycles and bicycles: Two-wheelers are smaller than other vehicles on the road, are not as visible, and can be confused for one another, making it difficult to judge their approach speed.  Riders of motorcycles and bicycles must contend with many hazards and are more vulnerable to injury than operators of more substantial vehicles.  Aggressively scan for their presence and be aware of conditions like loose gravel, sand or wet leaves, which may cause them to spill or resort to evasive action.  Many bicycle riders are children unfamiliar with the rules of the road.  Communicate the vehicle’s presence, maintain a safety zone of space, and be ready to adjust your speed and path of travel.

16.  Traffic jams:  Poor judgment often results from drivers’ impatience when delayed in traffic.  Entering an intersection when there is not enough space to clear it creates and prolongs gridlock.  In merge situations, manage a space cushion for safety, signal intentions and establish lane position early.

17.  Expressways:  Highway safety depends upon adapting to higher speeds by increasing the following distance and enlarging the scope of the scan for hazards.  Keep eyes moving; far ahead, just ahead, left, right, behind.  On access ramps gradually match the vehicle’s speed to the traffic flow, communicate intentions and blend in smoothly.  Guard against those who don’t know how to safely enter and exit an express​way.  They often move very slowly or stop on ramps. Expect other driv​ers to tailgate and make abrupt lane changes.

18.  Bad weather:  Adverse weather conditions are not an excuse for accident involvement.  Rain, snow, fog, sleet, and icy pavement do not cause accidents. These conditions will increase the hazards of driving but any failure to adjust driving to weather conditions shall indicate a resulting accident was preventable.

When driving on ice and snow, be familiar with the following techniques to minimize the dangers involved:

A. Snow produces a glare which can adversely affect vision.  The sun reflecting off the snow makes the problem worse.  The use of sunglasses or a visor can help eliminate this problem.
B. When driving under cold weather conditions and roads are slippery, follow all vehicles at a safe distance.  Increase the following distance to allow enough room to stop.  Remember, with moisture on the ground foggy conditions are more likely to exist.  Fog coupled with slippery conditions requires more alertness and attention to maintaining a safe following distance.  A good general rule under any condition is never “overdrive vision.”  In fog, for example, adjust the vehicle’s speed in order to be able to stop within the distance that can be seen.  Never stop in a traveled portion of the roadway.  Pull completely off the road before stopping.
C. Winter driving tips:  

a. Intersections may be extra slick because of the effects of starting and stopping traffic.

b. Keep speed down and try to anticipate sudden stops.

c. Reduce speed gradually and allow greater stopping distances.

d. Increase the following distance.  In traffic, it’s the extras that count; extra time and extra space.  Both are required to make a safe stop on winter streets.

e. Remind passengers to “watch their step” as they board and exit because vehicle stops and steps may be extremely snow-packed and slick.

f. Due to the size and weight of a vehicle, more time and distance must be allowed for stopping than for a car.

19.  Skids.  If the vehicle starts to skid, don’t panic or make quick movement with the steering wheel or jam on the brakes (There is a difference between antilock and non-ABS brakes).  Ease up on the accelerator and steer in the direction the rear of the vehicle is skidding.  For example, if the rear of the vehicle is skidding toward the right, turn the steering wheel to the right.  Skills and good judgment are “musts” for accident prevention on ice or snow covered streets.

Overpasses, underpasses and shady areas freeze faster and stay frozen longer.  Use extra caution when driving on these surfaces.

20.  Tornadoes by their very nature tend to be localized and could cause disruption in some routes.  Interruptions in service could result and would depend on the location and severity of the storm.  A far more serious situation could happen when a vehicle is caught in a tornado.  The driver’s immediate action could save lives.  The following procedures must be used to protect driver and passengers:

· Have all passengers leave the vehicle.

· Secure the vehicle by shutting off the engine, setting the emergency brake and putting the transmission in neutral or park, depending on the vehicle type.

· Guide all passengers to substantial structure for cover.  Avoid structures with large windows.  If no structure is available, individuals should be directed to lie in the closest ditch or other recessed are in the ground.

· Stay calm and remember the safety of you and your passengers is the first concern.

21.  Fifteen Passenger Van Rollovers:  The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) finds that 15-passenger vans are involved in a higher number of single-vehicle accidents with rollovers than are other passenger vehicles.  The particular concern is about the relationship between occupancy level and vehicle rollover.  Fully loading or nearly loading a 15-passenger van causes the center of gravity to move rearward and upward, which increases its rollover propensity and could increase the potential for driver loss of control in emergency maneuvers.  Another problem with the van is whether they are equipped with seat belts.  The role of seat belts is huge and, overwhelmingly, those who die in 15-passenger van accidents are not wearing seat belts.  Sometimes driver distraction is a factor.  When driving a van full of passengers, a driver might be distracted.   It is a good idea to have a larger interior mirror to see what’s going on inside the van so the driver won’t have to turn around.

Recommendations for safety precautions that can significantly reduce the risk of accidents include:

- Seat belts.  Insist that all occupants wear seat belts at all times.  Organizations that own 15-passenger vans should have a written seat belt policy, and drivers should be responsible for enforcing the policy.

- Trained, experienced drivers.  These vans should be operated by trained, experienced drivers who understand how their design and handling make them different from other passenger vehicles.  Because 15-passenger vans are substantially longer and wider than cars, they require more space for changing lanes and more braking time.

- Maintain tires.  Make sure they’re properly inflated and that the tread isn’t worn down.  Check tire pressure and tread wear daily.

- Loading the vehicle.  When a 15-passenger van isn’t full, passengers should sit in seats in front of the rear axle.  If the van is heavily loaded in the rear, that makes the vehicle lighter on its front wheels.  If the driver is forced to brake and swerve, the weight will suddenly shift back to the front, weighing down the front end, making the van much more responsive to steering inputs.  As a result of braking, the front wheels now are ‘heavy’ and being much more responsive to steering input, the tendency is for the driver to simply over-steer.  This over-steering creates an out-of-control situation, and strong possibility of rollover.

· Wind conditions.  Adjust speed based on potential for high wind conditions.

